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 The women's movement of the last decades of the 20th century sparked a renewed 
examination of women's rights globally, with a series of United Nations world 
conferences on women, the formulation of the Convention on the Elimination of All 
Forms of Discrimination Against Women (CEDAW), and the 1995 Beijing conference 
action agenda for women's rights. These broad international efforts were complemented 
by grassroots women's organizations that advocated for a wide range of changes for 
women including battered women's shelters, greater political representation, and new 
opportunities in the workforce. While many studies have looked at particular countries or 
issues, few have assessed the relative influence of the various advocacy efforts in general.  
In her assertion that there are myths about women's rights, Feryal Cherif challenges the 
effectiveness of such efforts from a refreshing perspective, a quantitative assessment of 
advocacy approaches. Cherif has produced an ambitious, well-organized study with 
meticulous documentation and raises provocative, worthwhile questions about the best 
avenues to advance women's human rights. 
 Using an assortment of global databases, Cherif measures the effectiveness of 
local and global advocacy in four empirical areas: nationality rights, political equality, 
reproductive choice, and property rights. For each area, she compares the influence of 
culture, international norms-building, and core rights such as education and labor force 
participation on women's rights globally. For instance, with regard to nationality rights, 
Cherif measures the probability that a woman may transmit her nationality to her children 
against country attributes such as predominant religion, years since signing CEDAW, and 
percent of women completing secondary education. Cherif complements her quantitative 
measures with a discussion of each issue, beginning each empirical chapter with a 
qualitative example. To emphasize the global reach of her study, Cherif carefully 
distributes her examples globally, with some from the Middle East/North Africa, Asia, 
Latin America, and sub-Saharan Africa. 
 Cherif's findings challenge conventional beliefs about women's rights advocacy. 
For instance, her inquiry into the influence of culture found that religion had less 
influence on women's rights than usually believed. In looking at the prevalence of 
contraceptive use or the right of women to an elective abortion, she found no significant 
difference between countries with a Muslim majority and other countries. She found little 
support for the common idea that Protestant-majority countries are more amenable to 
women's rights. On the contrary, countries with a Catholic majority had a higher 
percentage of women appointed to cabinet positions than non-Catholic countries. Only in 
the case of appointive office was there a significant advantage to women in Protestant 
countries. On other measures such as nationality, reproductive, and property rights, there 
was no significant positive Protestant effect.   
 In another challenge to conventional belief, Cherif found international norms-
building a less effective means of advocacy than commonly thought. While a country that 
had signed CEDAW was more likely to give equal land rights to women, the likelihood 
did not exceed 50 percent. There was no significant difference in contraceptive use 
between countries that had signed CEDAW and those that had not. Indeed, the more 
years that had passed since a country had signed CEDAW, the less likely it was that 
women had legal access to elective abortion. Government institutions on behalf of 
women did not seem to help, either. In countries with a ministry of women's affairs, 
women were less likely to use contraception or to be allowed to transmit their citizenship 
to their children.   
 In contrast to the unexpected effects of culture and international norms-building, 
Cherif found that core rights such as education and labor force participation had a much 
stronger association with improvements in women's rights. The probability of women 
having rights on all her measures was much higher in countries with more women 
completing secondary school and participating in the labor force, including the right to an 
independent nationality, share of legislative seats, abortion rights, and inheritance rights. 
Cherif concludes that women's rights advocates should focus their efforts on increasing 
women's education and labor force participation rather than working disproportionately 
on culture or international norms-building. Her rationale is that core rights encourage 
egalitarian ideals, facilitate communication among women, foster group consciousness, 
and develop political constituencies that increase the likelihood of advances in women's 
rights.  
 Cherif's points about the importance of women's education and labor force 
participation are well taken. Certainly, core rights such as education and the ability to 
earn a living are first steps towards improvements for women. It would be unfortunate, 
however, to draw the conclusion that they are sufficient to bring about advances in 
women's rights. There are clearly cultural impediments to women's rights as well as 
advantages to international norms-building efforts, and Cherif documents several such 
cases. For instance, religion does seem to restrain women's rights in some cases. The 
Muslim-majority countries of the Middle East and North Africa were much less likely to 
allow women to transmit their citizenship to their children, particularly when there was 
an established state religion and religious courts had jurisdiction over family matters. As 
for the influence of international norms-building, countries that had signed CEDAW were 
more likely to allow women to retain their citizenship on marrying a non-citizen. 
Countries with a legislative quota and more women's rights organizations were more 
likely to have female legislators. In these cases, conventional beliefs were shown to be 
true: At times, culture impedes women's rights, and international norms-building makes a 
difference.   
 The best take-away from Cherif's study is that education and labor force 
participation matter in encouraging egalitarian ideals, building a constituency for 
women's rights, and motivating politicians to pay attention. Without these core rights, 
international agreements and women's organizations will be hard-pressed to make much 
headway. Once women are educated and active in the workplace, however, they can 
organize and use international norms to press their governments to change.   
 Cherif's qualitative examples illustrate this very process. She tells the story of 
Unity Dow, a Botswana woman who married an American citizen. Dow was prevented 
by law from passing along her Botswanan citizenship to her children. She filed a lawsuit 
and after an appeal, won a court ruling that struck down the discriminatory law. Dow 
attributed her success to the alliances built up by the women's organization she headed 
and the support given her case by international organizations concerned about women's 
nationality rights as established in international law. Dow was a lawyer, an educated 
woman active in the labor force, conditions that were no doubt essential to her 
willingness and capacity to bring suit against her own government. But her education and 
occupation alone were not enough to change the law. She joined with other women 
activists and cited international norms in her lawsuit, and the court agreed with her. It 
was a fertile combination of education, professional occupation, women's activism, and 
international norms that made a difference for women in Botswana.   
 In the end, Cherif agrees. It isn't that culture, international norms, or women's 
organizations are unimportant. Rather, the fight for women's rights is complex.  Core 
rights foster the conditions that make political effectiveness possible. Women's rights 
advance where women are empowered through education and labor force participation 
and then take action together to advocate for change. Cherif deserves credit for 
highlighting this important process.   
 
  
